But what does it mean -what can it mean -when 20th century artists say they want to invent New Zealand, or when it is claimed of them that they have done so? First, I must stress an old meaning of 'invent', which may still shade such recent uses of the word -the old usage in which 'invention' means 'discovery'. As, for instance, in the title of Piero della Francesca's fresco, today called 'The Discovery and Proof of the True Cross', but called in the older books on the artist, 'The Invention and Proof of the True Cross'. If to invent is to create a new thing, and, contradictorily, to discover is to find -to dis-cover or uncover what already was there -then, I will have to say, both contradictory senses of 'invent' subsist, whenever the idea of the 'invention of New Zealand' is used. And so I must play here, visibly, on the double sense of this word. My whole text, perhaps, is but a play -akind of hilarious game -on the word 'invention', and especially on two of its meanings: the old meaning, which was to discover, to find something that was already there before you; and the current meaning, which is to create something new, or even to concoct it, to make up a fictitious story. My text, like the story it recounts, is but a short piece, developing a simple idea.
In Piero della Francesca's fresco of the Discovery or the Invention of the True Cross, a cross is represented as dug up by St Helena from its centuries old hiding place in the earth, and demonstratively pointed at by a choreic figure, and miraculously proved and named as the True Cross -the cross upon which Christ had died.
Which leads me to this question. Do you discover or do you invent the True Crossor the True New Zealand; do you contrive, or even concoct it, in the act of digging it up from where it had in some sense always existed, buried in distance and time, hidden for centuries from you? Do you discover, or do you invent the True Cross or the True New Zealand in (re)naming it, in pointing to it, in 'proving' it, in miraculously or otherwise authenticating it?
You do both, undecidably, I will say -both and at once.
THE INVENTION OF NEW ZEALAND
This undecidability of the word 'invent' is of a crucial importance here, since 'the invention of New Zealand' is such a stock theme of that self-proclaimedly New
Zealand culture which begins in the 1930s.The land seen through the eyes of this The land's speechlessness impels the painter, the poet, to speak, even if only of that very speechlessness: the New Zealand artist is that creature who finds and founds now a place, a place to speak, and a speech for her or himself, who has to run out, out to us, to tell us of the land's silence. There is a long babble of silence, from the 1930sto the 1970s,whether in agony, wishing for speech, or in relief, saved from the too multitudinous voices of the city; in pleasure, then, or in pain, speaking, again and again, of silence. Silence, like a stone made lustrous by repetition, polished by its endless turning and returning in the copious pockets of the Nationalist mouth, until it seems an indisputable, shining, and adamantine, reality.
And so:
A New Zealand is manufactured in desire's economy -in a desire conceived of as a lack, absence, silence, an agonising negativity -it is no fun wanting a real New Zealand culture; but also in a desire staged in words, sounds, colours, shapes: a productive desire. It is a desire that colours and carves, into its inchoate void, a fantasy of that thing which it lacks: so, desire as dream-work.
Finally, this economy's desire will be spent -spilled in thousands of paintings, millions of words, in which New Zealand might seem present at last, and made.
There, innumerably, indisputably, in the paint as well as in the words, will be the singing of solitude and silence. Painters too, as in Robin Hyde's saying, will be 'The Singers of Loneliness'< They too will complain, with R. Such an invented New Zealand, formed in the act of crying out a solitude and silence, is a supplement to the geographical, physical New Zealand, which all of us might think that we know -a supplement in the double-meaninged sense that
[acques Derrida grants to the word. 'The supplement adds itself', says Derrida, 'it is a surplus, a plenitude enriching another plenitude, the fullest measure of presence'.7
In this sense, Nationalist New Zealand painting will offer a supplement, an addition to, and proof of, the real and already plentifully present and self-sufficient New Zealand's truth.
But: the supplement also' adds only to replace. It intervenes or insinuates itself inthe-place-of; if it fills, it is as if one fills a void'.B In this sense, Nationalist New
Zealand painting, and its invented New Zealand, is not simply added as a description, and proof, of the real New Zealand, as a demonstrative gesture pointing towards it: it compensates for its unbearable absence; it reveals that there is as yet no real New Zealand: it uncovers and points to its lack; it fills up the gap ...
Or, to put it more cruelly, it covers over and hides that which it would point ...
PRODUCT OF A COLONIAL PAST ...
Absence, blankness, solitude, silence. Such was the self proclaimed origin of the quest of the 193Os, 40s, SOs,and 60s to discover, or to invent, the True New Zealand. But that quest is also the product of a somewhat longer history, of the political and ideological facts of a colonial past ... Europeans might be said quite literally to 'discover' the country -if, that is, the previous Maori discovery be discounted. (It was.) By the 19th century, the Europeans were, in a sense, literally and physically 'inventing' a New Zealand by repeating an England -making a country over in their own (English) image, that field and house might replace forest and whare; and they were erasing the Maori names of places and things, and replacing them with their own. Such 19th century colonising acts make it conspicuously clear that the act of naming, of inventing, of discovering, of proving and authenticating the New Zealand you make, is what in the 20th century it will continue to be -an act of patenting power and privilege.
In the 19th century, as I showed in that slim, pink book, Frames on the Land, European painters and spectators of landscape framed the land with a set of European artistic conventions, genres (the Sublime, the Picturesque, the Topographical, the Ideal, the Impressionist) 10. So, as I said, they symbolically annexed, colonised, and made European New Zealand. So, as now I might say, they invented a country -two nebulous isles. century travellers' reports on New Zealand, as Shepard has shown, the claim of a complete and melancholy silence is qualified by an 'except for' -the prefatory phrase to a list of sounds uttered in English, as if to fill that unknown with a known tongue, to silence that unbearable silence.
The nineteenth-century solitude and silence was like the twentieth-century solitude and silence in that it was the invariable occasion of European utterance, of a certain garrulousness, of the desire to paint and to write about it for others, and so return it to communality. into the colonist's mind, 'a silence that seemed to freeze his brain, paralyse his tongue and congeal the blood in his heart.'
His desperate attempts to dispel it had resulted in incredible, unpardonable volubility in which his brain refused to take part, and which had the effect of producing even deathlier silences. In spite of the rancid butter, the unclean bedding, he might even have enjoyed it alL It was the silence that frightened him ... the blankness in his brain. ... though they had known and possessed this great and somehow desolate land, and perhaps loved it, that was not all. As perhaps happens to all men in vast and silent places, because of its inscrutability, and the narrowness of their way, it had possessed them, as no lesser place could.22
(It may be of interest here to note that, at McGill University, T.H. Scott had shut people up in a sound-proofed box, constructed to learn the effects of sensory deprivation -of interest, since he was to project what he learned, on that occasion, into his treatment of New Zealand culture. At the time of his death, in 1960,he was preparing a lecture series on 'The Effects of Isolation on New Zealand'. And fittingly too, he died in climbing a mountain, supreme site, since the 18th century, of Solitude, Silence, and the Sublime.)
Really, in the 20th century, it was an intellectual's construction, the whole painful 'silence', 'isolation' and 'blankness' business. T.H. Scott himself could not help but notice of New Zealand, if perhaps with surprise: 'Yet many here do live their lives as natives' -the average citizen was more or less comfortable. The discomfort, the alienation, was an experience, and a myth, and repeated ritual and rite, only of the intellectual, of poet and painter.
It is really a nationalist variant of the old 18th and 19th century Sublime, of which Terror, Solitude and Silence were essential components, a variant which, in its peculiarly pained local inflection, at once makes us seem interesting to ourselves as anguished subjects, and offers us a mode of self-definition.
And caught between the mountains and the sea, never far from the silence of the bush and the stars, we are in the bland, frightening witness of the infinite, and we haven't created a social convention strong enough to reassure us.23
Let It is a loss of power, in that we are terrified, and cannot be reassured; and yet, in the very extension of our pain into the stars, in the projection of 'the mind's force' into the farthest nebulae, into the limitless itself, it is a gain, an immense gain of power.
To the stars. Nothing could be more apt for the agony and pride of the proclaimed New Zealand condition; nothing more apt for the desire to make something grand out of this New Zealand nothing.
But such a pride is only implicit, echoing there only in the talk of the stars, in the very vastness of our haunted vacancy. It is the 'frightening', the unreassurable, the 'caught' which is stressed. That, according to this fretful mode of self-definition, is who we are: the people who feel this pain, this distress of isolation and silence. But who are 'we'? The 'we' is not what it pretends to be, the 'we' of every New Zealander: it is the 'we' of New Zealand intellectuals, of poets and painters, granted no particular social place or task, nor audience, and having made as yet none for . themselves, in which they might be reassured. No job, no business, nothing to get on with. 'To be aware of the mind's force, and to have nothing to pit it against'; to paint a landscape with too few buyers; to find, like Mason's 'Song of Allegiance', that there were 'none to hear' -that was the agony.
The silence, so often spoken of through two centuries, the intolerable emptiness, is now the silence, and the empty space, of the absence of a truly New Zealand painting and writing. The prescription and remedy, then, the desire and the license, is to make these empty lands speak, and visually to appear, so as to have at last, and in relief from this agony -a culture. And to have a task for oneself, proper employment at last, in the consequent culture industry.
The task, for the poet, might be as AlIen Cumow conceived it, to make:
A passage of proud verse, rightly construed, An unerring pen to edit the ensuing silences ... Or, as M.H. Holcroft had it, 'we must learn to be venturesome, going down to the silence in the way that our forefathers went down to the sea', down to 'the great silence ... which cannot be ignored by artists'; and this bravely, since 'It would be premature to decide that the silence lies defeated at the beginning of our little history'.24
There was a stillness and a bareness waiting for the Europeans, now that they had rendered Maori voices silent, and erased most Maori markings from the land. In the beginning was the word: And in the beginningagain shallbe the word: the seed shallspring in the blackenedearth and the word be made flesh.
And it is in the land, of course, it is in the blackened earth, that one will find the true culture of New Zealand -not in the city, place only of unreality in Nationalist discourse -or of the woman, the foreigner, the communist, the internationalist, the fashionable, the aesthete, the homosexual and the Jew. The artist must move, in mind or in fact, to the country, so that in the loving labour of art the land might more properly be loved.
'I would like', says Fairburn, in perfect illustration of this topos, 'to live in the backblocks of New Zealand, and try to realise in my mind the real culture of that country'.25 But until the countryside is properly populated with artists and writers, New Zealand must remain 'a landscape with too few lovers'. An insufficient number of partners will exist, one might say, knowing in the aesthetic codes of the Sublime, etc., who might aesthetically, and spiritually (and carnally, or in the biblical sense too) -know the land. Or New Zealand will remain a landscape with too few lovers, in that it has not yet been turned into a landscape, in that it is a land which has not yet been sufficiently prepared, posed, anointed by painters and writers, so that it might more easily be known.
In the dispensation of this latter claim, the landscape is only lovable when it is (already) powdered with pigments and words, when it is mascara'd with ink, and lubricated with oils, when it has become a painted surface (Mallarme -'this art made of ointments and paints'). The land will not be lovable to other than solitary artists, who in any case can only love it in an agonised sense of its absence, until it has been properly made up by artists, invented.
The land, in this latter sense, is a postulate, that is, a goal. It may only be realised in the mind. And so artists carry on their shoulders the burden of an heroic missionto uncover, to achieve the goal, the postulated New Zealand, and to bring it back into communality.
Poetry and painting each set out seeking, with Charles Brasch:
... the shock Of recognition,afterlong heedlessness, to makeof new earth, new air,part Of its own rhythm and impetus.
The shock of recognition, sought after the long heedlessness, is that of seeing a new country as if for the first time; and that of having one's own work recognised, at last -it is both and at once: inextricably.
So Kendrick Smithyman can subsume his own sense of the poet's and artist's alienation into the sense of his invented priest, Peter Radford, that 'we belong here unwanted':
Yet we must We must speak and live by an unwanted love We carry them And so the poet, 'born in the soil of pain', and 'walking in:the way of my craft', can sense that he is made in that novitiate to a country:
Wayward I could sing for its born people, being one knows no faith in them, being perversely of them. It takes me, makes me, taxes me, and I shall not turn from its service.
It was a kind of spiritual service industry ...
As Allen Curnow comments, without dismay, 'The New Zealand poet [or painter] is unlikely to escape wholly the character of prophet to his people'.26 It was a plausible pose to adopt, and one in which one might avoid despair, when the audience seemed so insufficient. It seemed rational to announce, with Curnow, that 'the poet is as the nerve to the body of his race, feeling and declaring the need or sickness which all suffer'.27 It was a feasible thing to proclaim, with McCahon, 'As a painter I may often te more worried about you than you are about me and if I wasn't concerned I'd not be doing my work properly as a painter'.28 And it was to be, in the long run, a dramatically effective piece of public relations.
So historian and poet Sir Keith Sinclair can, in looking back, with a pretence of deprecation, but with a deep tenderness, refer to 'The Task' of his generation in their youth: 'to help make New Zealand less "sheep and gold", more storied; through art and ideas more real, and enhanced ... We would find out what we were ... '
